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1880-present 

Bread of Life Church History By Johnathan Campbell, Site Supervisor 

John La Farge 

The 1880 Bread of Life Church was one of the first permanent 

church buildings in territorial Bismarck. With picturesque styling 

reminiscent of a rural medieval chapel, stylish exterior false fram-

ing, and radiant stained-glass and silk-screened windows, it must 

have been a comforting site in unfamiliar land for some of Bis-

marck’s earliest families.  

 

Church Beginnings  

Before they had a building, the Rev. Charles Swift held the first 

Episcopal church service in Bismarck on March 8, 1873, when he 

baptized James Humbert, infant son of Lt. and Mrs. Humbert of 

Camp Hancock, in the Capitol Hotel. In 1877 the Rev. J.A. Graham 

of Brainerd, Minnesota, traveled to Bismarck to conduct services 

on the third Sunday of each month, held in the old city hall located 

on the east side of Fourth Street between Broadway and Thayer 

Avenues. In 1878 the Rev. Miller became the first resident mis-

sionary to hold church services in Bismarck, and shortly thereaf-

ter the Protestant Episcopal Church of Bismarck was organized.  

 

At the request of Bishop Clarkson of Nebraska, the Board of Direc-

tors of the Northern Pacific Railroad deeded six lots to the church. 

Located on the northeast corner of Mandan Street and Avenue A, 

these lots cost a total of $30. The construction of a church building 

was completed by June 1880. Named the Bread of Life Church, the 

first Episcopal church of Bismarck was consecrated on Whitsun-

day by Bishop Clarkson, assisted by the Rev. Dr. Batterson of Phil-

adelphia. The contract for construction of the church was $2,500.  

 

Memorial Windows  

Leah F. Parkhurst, 1847 – 1881  

On June 1, 1882, the congregation dedicated these windows to the 

memory of Leah F. Parkhurst, who had died the previous summer 

while living in Bismarck. George S. Morison, chief engineer on the 

Northern Pacific Railway bridge at Bismarck, and his assistant, 

Leah’s husband H.W. Parkhurst, purchased the windows for $600. 

Designed by the renowned New York artist John La Farge, they 

depict Saint Mary Magdalene holding a pot of ointment and Saint 

Catherine holding a lily. Liturgical artists reserve the gold halo for 

virgins, apostles, martyrs, and confessors. Saint Mary Magdalene 

was an early apostle and Saint Catherine a virgin.  
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In 1949, when the building became a funeral home, the 
congregation removed the windows to use in the new 
Saint George’s Church on the corner of 4th and Avenue B. 
In 1972, they donated them to the State Historical Society 
of North Dakota, who reinstalled them in the Bread of 
Life Church.  
 
John La Farge  
John LaFarge was an American artist known for his use of 
color, especially in his stained glass works. He is credited 
with inventing numerous new stained glass techniques 
and materials. He studied for a time under Thomas Cou-
ture in Paris and was a contemporary of Louis Comfort 
Tiffany.  
 
Times of Change  
Many in the community perceived the name “Bread of 
Life” as a high church name, and the congregation there-
fore renamed it St. George's Episcopal Church in 1887. To 
make the church more accessible to its members, they 
moved it the fall of 1899 to the corner of 3rd Street and 
Thayer Avenue. In 1949 they completed a new St. 
George’s at the corner of 4th Street and Avenue B and 
sold the old church building to John and Eva Calnan for 
use as a funeral home.  
 
In 1961 the Calnans sold the building to the Presbyterian 
church, who shortly after donated it to the State Histori-
cal Society of North Dakota for preservation. While unoc-
cupied between 1961 and its move to Camp Hancock in 
1965, the stained-glass windows sustained heavy dam-
age from vandals throwing rocks. The windows were 
therefore boarded over prior to moving the building to 
Camp Hancock.  
 
Current Condition  
In October 1965, the State Historical Society moved Saint 
George’s Episcopal Church from the corner of 3rd Street 
and Thayer Ave to Camp Hancock State Historic Site and 
placed it on a concrete foundation. In 1971 the state leg-
islature appropriated $10,000 for improvements at the 
site, allowing restoration work to begin shortly thereaf-
ter. The State Historical Society did careful research to 
restore it closely to its appearance in 1885, the year the 
interior was completed.  
 
The furniture found in the church is all original. The bap-
tismal font is thought to have been a gift from the Church 
of England upon successful completion of the church. The 
1880s alter was found in a granary near Beach, North 
Dakota. All other furniture was donated by Saint George’s 
Episcopal Church.  

Photo by Dana Dee Laib 

Photo by Johnathan Campbell 
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2018-2021 

Restoration Projects  

Exterior restoration – 2018-2019 
In 2018, the State Historical Society re-shingled the 
Bread of Life Church with contrasting courses of 
stained diamond-cut cedar shingles, just as seen in 
early photographs. The following summer, it repaint-
ed the exterior using colors from original samples.  
 
Interior painting –2019 
The interior of the church had not been painted in 40 
years. The interior surfaces were dirty, scraped, and 
faded, and were overdue for a fresh coat of paint. The 
ceiling had an area of water damage in need of repair 
before painting. Repairs of the church steeple in 2018 
should have eliminated the water penetration issue 
causing the damage to the ceiling, but this was able to 
be confirmed in the spring 2019 when temperatures 
rose above freezing. 
 
John La Farge windows - 2020 
Gaytee-Palmer Stained Glass Studio of Minneapolis, 
MN, restored the La Farge windows and installed cus-
tom outer protective windows in the summer of 
2020. Project cost was $14,210.00.  
 
Stained glass and silk-screened windows - 2020+ 
The remining windows, namely 14 main sanctuary 
windows, a 3-part arched window in the narthex, and 
10 windows above the altar, feature a combination of 
silk-screened and stained leaded glass with brightly-
colored gothic floral and leaf motifs.  Many of these 
windows were so severely damaged that they were 
removed for storage decades ago and replaced with 
plain milk glass. 
 
Storm windows -2020+ 
The storm windows for the remaining windows date 
to the 1970s. They now have dry rot damage in their 
bottom rails, which in some cases extends into the 
base of the stile. All of the windows have .25” Plexi-
glass panes, most of which have become opaque, 
“milky,” or scratched with age. SHSND intends to re-
place each storm window with 3/16” polycarbonate 
Plexiglass in new, painted wood frames when funding 
becomes available. 
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Project Support 

Northern Plains Heritage Foundation—$20,000.00 

In 2020, the Bismarck Historical Society received a $20,000 grant from Northern Plains Heritage 

Foundation, the coordinating organization for the Northern Plains National Heritage Area 

(NPNHA). The NPNHA is one of 55 National Heritage Areas overseen by the National Park Service 

and encompasses a 5-county area along the free-flowing section of the Missouri River in central 

North Dakota. The Foundation strives to build public appreciation of the history within the 

NPNHA, in part by promoting the preservation and interpretation of locally, regionally, and na-

tionally significant historic sites.  

State Historical Society of North Dakota—$14,210.00 

Camp Hancock State Historic Site has been a state-owned and operated site since 1951. In March 

2019, the State Historical Society formed a partnership with the Bismarck Historical Society to 

assist in ongoing projects to restore and maintain the site’s historic structures, including the 

Bread of Life Church.  The restoration of the two La Farge stained glass windows was funded 

solely by the State Historical Society for a total of $14,210.00. The restoration—a first step in the 

multi-phase preservation project—was completed in 2020 by Gaytee-Plamer of Minneapolis.  

Ritterbush Family—$10,000  

The NPNHA grant is being  partly matched with a generous donation made in memory of the late 

Bismarck architect and engineer Robert  “Bob” Ritterbush. This $10,000 contribution reflects 

Bob’s life-long interest in Bismarck’s history and is sure to be one of his many lasting legacies.  
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Testimonials 

“The Bread of Life Church is as important to 

the history of Bismarck and Dakota Territory 

as the Greenstone Church at Pullman National 

Historic Site is to the history of Chicago and 

Illinois. Founders and managers of railroads, 

often promoters of the 1880s Gospel of 

Wealth, wanted their laborers and skilled 

workers a place to reflect, meditate, congre-

gate, and an ability to have the opportunity to 

revive their spirits. That and more is captured 

in the Bread of Life Church!” 

- Missouri Valley Heritage Foundation 

“Historic churches are sacred spaces that  

connect us with our rich ethnic heritage. The 

Bread of Life Church is a stunning example 

and a touchpoint for the people of Bismarck 

and the Dakotas to understand the diversity 

within our culture and appreciate the early 

history of this City.” 

- Preservation North Dakota 

“Bismarck Historical Society is pleased to take 

on the partnership with the State Historical 

Society in preserving one of the most signifi-

cant historic sites in Bismarck. Projects that 

will encourage increased opportunity to con-

tinue with restoration and maintenance of 

this significant location are very important.” 

- Bismarck Historical Society  

“Bismarck Historical Society has had a pro-

found impact on raising the profile of Bis-

marck history, so we’re really excited about 

the potential for Camp Hancock.”  

- Rob Hanna 

State Historical Society of North Dakota  
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Project Restoration Storm Window Combined  

10 Altar Windows  $12,390.00 $6,000.00 $19,200.00 

3-part Arched Window (6 sections)

  

$14,490.00 $3,300.00 $17,800.00 

14 Main Sanctuary Windows $58,190.00 $19,600.00 $78,400.00 

Total: $85,070.00 $28,900.00 $115,400.00 

Leaded glass window restoration 2020-2025 

The Bread of Life Church has 32 stained-glass windows in varying condition, all in need of restoration 

work. Estimates for the restoration have been obtained for the work to take place in three subsequent 

phases, as funds are raised. Bismarck Historical Society is working to match an existing grant from the 

NPNHA to facilitate the next two phases, with plans to continue fund-raising for the final phase in 2021-

2022.  
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Donate Today 

Bread of Life Church  

Window Restoration Project  

2020-2021 

Help us continue our mission by making a donation. 

Your donation will help us continue the window restoration project at the Bread of Life Church, an 

important and tangible reminder of Bismarck history. Bismarck Historical Society is approved by 

the IRS as a “501 (c) (3) organization” and all contributions are tax-deductible. A receipt of your do-

nation can be provided upon request. 

Visit us online at:  

www.bismarckhistory.org/donate/ 

If you would rather send your donation by mail, please send to: 

Bismarck Historical Society 

PO Box 47 

Bismarck, ND 58502-0047 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We thank you for your generosity. 

 


